Fire has existed on Earth since plants colonized the continents. A major phase change in its history occurred when a creature, ourselves, learned to exploit it deliberately and eventually assumed a species monopoly over its use. We got small guts and big heads because we learned to cook food. We went to the top of the food chain because we learned to cook landscapes. And now we've become a geologic force because we've begun to cook the planet. Today, the Earth divides into two grand realms of combustionone that burns living landscapes and one that burns lithic ones. We now have too little of the right kind of fire, too much of the wrong kind, and too much combustion overall.
volcanic activity results from the subduction of two plates (Indo-Australian and Pacific) that helps to define the Pacific Ring of Fire, the world's more active volcanic and earthquake zones. The 'Ring of Fire' is a volcanic belt that follows plate movements around the Pacific Ocean stretching from NZ to the Philippines and Japan across the Aleutian Trench and runs down the coast of North and South America, covering 40,000 kilometers and containing over 450 volcanoes. This intercontinental and oceanic arc comprises some seventy-five percent of the world's volcanoes and not surprisingly also it is the zone that experiences ninety percent of the world's earthquakes.
Wildfires are also naturally occurring phenomena that vary with the kind of vegetation that becomes combustible: forest, grass, peat and bush. Dating of charcoal remains indicates that the first wildfires began soon after the establishment of the first vegetation some 420 million years ago. Wildfires cause often damage to animals, insects, humans and their property although yet they also have beneficial ecological effects especially in the maintenance of native biodiversity and evolution of fire-dependent ecosystems and species (DellaSala & Hanson, 2015) .
It is estimated that the first human interaction with fire took place some 360 million years ago and ever since fire has been seen as one of the four elements, often regarded as 'scared' by various religions. Zarathrustra described fire as one of the four elements and Babylonian mythology in 16-18 th centuries BC also saw fire as one of the gods of four elements. Hinduism and Buddhism, as well as by early Greek philosophers Empedocles and Aristotle, treated fire as one of the fundamental elements.
The Australian bushfires 2019-2020
Liberal commentators use the history of fire with indigenous peoples in Australia as a way of deflecting questions concerning the link between the nature, scope, ferocity of the megafires of the 2019-2020 season and climate warming. They rightly suggest that 'fire-stick farming' by indigenous peoples was a resource management strategy to turn dry bush and forest into savannah. But as numerous scientific commentators have indicated this fire season started early in October and has led to the near-extinction of Australian megafauna and flora and some critics indicate that this also represents the beginning of the end of coal.
The ethnoecological context of fire in Australia has been subject to scientific analysis. For instance, Bird, Bird, Codding, Parker, and Jones (2008) write:
Anthropogenic fire is increasingly recognized as an important constructive force in shaping plant communities around the world (1-3), and its impact in Australia has been argued to be particularly significant (4-6). Fire can act as an 'intermediate disturbance', enhancing biodiversity by disrupting the reproductive rate of slowly growing species and promoting greater diversity (7-11). Over evolutionary time scales, fire shapes the life-history traits of plant communities; thus a change in fire regime should trigger a cascade of population extinctions of those species with incompatible life histories (12). Such a 'trophic cascade' has been hypothesized to have occurred upon the colonization of Australia ca. 45-50 ka (5).
Despite this ethnohistory of fire, there seems to be a consensus among climate scientists that there is a strong link between the megafires of the Australian 2019-2020 fire season and climate warming. While there is some fearmongering, it is quite clear that such a link can be made. In a backgrounder article in The Guardian Sarah Martin (2020) begins by noting how Australian Prime Minister sought to defend his government's climate policy quoting him as saying: 'job-destroying, economy-destroying, economy-wrecking targets and goals' on climate change 'won't change the fact that there have been bushfires or anything like that in Australia'. 1 The article concludes that the reason why this season has been so devastating is because of extreme heat and dryness: 'Australia experienced its hottest year on record in 2019, with average temperatures 1.52C above the 1961-1990 average. Our second hottest year was 2013, followed by 2005, 2018 and 2017.' The article review suggests that Australia's National Environmental Science Program claims unequivocally:
Human-caused climate change has resulted in more dangerous weather conditions for bushfires in recent decades for many regions of Australia. Observations show a trend towards more dangerous conditions during summer and an earlier start to the fire season, particularly in parts of southern and eastern Australia. These trends are very likely to increase into the future, with climate models showing more dangerous weather conditions for bushfires throughout Australia due to increasing greenhouse gas emissions.
The economic and social importance of the coal industry in Australia is part of the reason that Morrison wants to avoid the climate warming explanation. Australia is the biggest exporter of coal, mostly to China and East Asia. Nearly three quarters of Australian coal is exported making it not only the biggest exporter but also one of the largest producers. Coal is the second largest source of export income earning roughly 50 billion in 2012. The remaining coal supplies go to coal-fired power stations generating some 60% of Australia's electricity and producing nearly a third of all greenhouse gas emissions.
The massive nature of Australia's extractive resources and energy exports including coal, iron ore, LNG, base metals and gold is indicated in the national income of 256 billion in 2019-20 mostly bound for China, Japan, Korea, and India. 2 In 2019 52,600 people were employed in the coal industry. 3 In a GDP economy estimated at (A) 1.89 trillion coal exports make up nearly 12% of export income. 4 The export income from coal and its employment as well as synergies with other extractive or mining industries are an underlying reason why Liberal politicians want to embrace climate denial. The changes required to the Australian economy in order to prevent the extension and intensity of future fire seasons will be massive structural changes not easy for Australians to contemplate. There are suggestions of clean coal burning and measures designed to tackle future fires but more than 10 million hectares (100,000 sq km or 24.7 million acres) of bush, forest and parks across Australia has burned so far killing 30 people including four firefighters and the season is not over. The fires have increased Australia's total carbon emissions and killed an estimated 1.25 billion animals making some species at risk of extinction.
The question that many climate scientists and others are asking is are the Australian fires a harbinger of the planet's future. 5 The fire history of Australia are filled with Red Tuesday, Ash Wednesday, Black Thursday. Black Saturday was the season in 2009 in which 173 people lost their lives, causing huge displacement of people and costing over $5 billion worth of damage. This tragedy has now been eclipsed by the current fire season and it is not clear where it is going to end up. Even though Australia has been described as the 'fire continent' the impact of fire seems destined to increase. The world is watching how Australia will deal with the consequences of its exceptional 2019-2020 fire season and what it will do not only to prevent further catastrophic seasons in the future, but to successfully engage with the ecologies of fire as part of the debate around climate warming and larger issues of national livelihood and survival.
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